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INTRODUCTION 

         Phonology, a branch of linguistics, has been defined in a great number 

of ways. However, for all linguists, it is the component part of linguistics 

that deals with sounds. For David Crystal, “Phonology deals with sounds 

and contrasts between sounds only within the context of some language”1. 

Moreover, it is the aim of phonology “to study the effect of sounds on the 

construction of the speech”2. 

This paper is a work about the phonology of the Qur’an. My primary 

aim in writing it is to make some aspects of the Qur’anic phonology easy 

and accessible to those with no prior knowledge of the subject matter. It is 

therefore intended to make some remarks on some phonological processes 

in the language of the Qur’an. 

Even if the language of the Qur’an is Arabic, the Qur’an is 

distinguished by certain specific phonological rules. Its reading requires the 

necessity to apply these rules to distinguish it from the act of speaking and 

uttering plain Arabic. 

The sections of the paper cover several pages that seek to provide the 

reader with some general background knowledge. The background in 

 
1D.Crystal. 1971 : 175 

2I.Aniss. 1979 : 4 
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question makes the reader acquire general information about the Qur’an. 

A bit further, I shall be dealing with a technical part about the 

Qur’anic phonology. The first chapter will be divided in two sections about 

assimilatory process and non-assimilatory ones. In the second chapter, 

however, new processes are to be tackled. The first section is devoted to the 

Arabic liquid /l/ and it is dealt with as far as its velarised and clear 

occurrence is concerned. In the second section, deleting, adding and 

substituting processes will be studied in relation to the glottal stop /?/ (Al 

Hamza). But before embarking on this technical study, I will have to 

introduce differences between ancient readers of the Qur’an so as to clarify 

processes of the Glottal Stop ( /?/.). A part of the International Phonetic 

Alphabet presented by D.Jones, where other symbols are adopted to 

represent some Arabic phonemes, will be used to illustrate the phonological 

processes of the sounds under study. As for rules, I will not study the 

processes on one side, then move on to give rules as a second step in a 

divided way. Rather, when I finish studying a process, I will immediately 

give the rule that governs this process, both graphically and in ellipsis. One 

final point is about references; I will seek aid from Arabic as well as French 

and English works. Accordingly, the translation (from Arabic and French) 

will be mine and the linguistic terms will be taken from different relevant 

dictionaries. The sources of such dictionaries will be indicated whenever I 
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mention a technical English term. French references will be needed when 

dealing with variations.  

All in all, I will attempt to write a humble work that will enable 

people who like to read the Qur’an in the same way as the Prophet and his 

companions used to do. 

A-   THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Before any attempt to study any aspect of the Qur’an, it should be 

made clear that it is a unique book, quite unlike books one reads or hears 

about. It is a distinguished book; to define it, Muslim scholars have 

provided quite a number of definitions. However, all of them agree on the 

fact that the Qur’an is “The word of Allah revealed to the Prophet 

Muhammad (Peace be upon him), its reading is worship”3. As for its names 

the Qur’an, it is generally known for "the Book" and "the Qur’an". But of 

the two names, that of "the Qur’an" came to prevail and become the proper 

noun of this "Glorious Book". The actuality of the Qur’an differs from that 

of the humans, and then its words have meanings of unique effect. This 

Glorious Qur’an will remain immortal. 

To put what has just been said in a general concluding sentence, the 

 
3M.Qattan. 1982 :21 
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language of the Qur’an is described in this statement: “the cohesion between 

the meaning and the psychological effect of one word is characteristic of 

the unique rhetoric that can be found only in the Qur’an exclusively”4   

« Had it been from other than God, they would surely have found 

therein much discrepancy »  (S 53. A 61 Yusf Ali.) 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

1. Assimilatory processes :  

- Total incorporation 

- Partial incorporation 

- Variability 

- Invisibility 

 
4S.ATtef.Zein.1971 : 32 
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2. Non-assimilatory processes :  

- Dissimilation 

- Gemination 
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PHONOLOGICAL PROCESSES OF THE QUR’AN 

Language is a human phenomenon. It flows and spreads into every 

part of humans’ life; people's "interaction, culture, behaviour and 

thought”5. Language therefore, which is part of the human life is formed of 

sounds, structures and meanings. To convey a given meaning, a person 

utters certain sounds put in a certain order. Language then is part of the 

human specificity since only mankind can produce ordered meaningful 

sounds. 

All utterances of any human in whatever language can be represented 

as a sequence of discrete units, yet, “it would be a serious error to consider 

vowels and consonants to be fixed and invariable units, aligned one beside 

the other like pearls of a chaplet"6. Still, even though we seem to perceive 

a speech as a sequence of separate entities, « X-ray films of speech as well 

as spectrograms (voice prints of the acoustic properties of speech) show 

that speech sounds are not produced as a series of discrete segments7, but 

rather that sounds blend and merge into one another”8.  Thanks to this fact, 

we are able to speak about influences which sounds have on one another 

 
5S.A.Schane. 1973 :vii 

6B.Malmberg. 1954 : 67 

7A segment is used here and henceforth as a synonym of a phoneme. 

8S.A.schane. 1973 : 3 
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when conjoined. 

  The individual sounds within a word or phrase often have an effect 

on each other. However, not all of the changes which sounds undergo, when 

in conjunction with one another, are equally likely to occur. Indeed, if 

certain processes of sound changes are extremely widespread in the 

languages of the world — of these, assimilation is a good example—, others 

are relatively rare ( Invisibility in the Qur’an).Thus, sound processes may 

be said to differ from one language to another. All changes that occur in 

different languages are called ‘Phonological Processes’ 9 or ‘Natural 

Processes’10. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 1 

 
9Ibid. 49  

14 S.Clarence.1978: 112 

10Ibid. 49 
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ASSIMILATORY PROCESSES. 

Assimilation is the most widespread phonological process. It is 

common to all languages of the world. “In an assimilatory process, a 

segment takes on features from a neighbouring segment, vowel may pick up 

features from a vowel, a consonant may take on features from a consonant, 

one consonant may influence a vowel or one vowel may have an effect on a 

consonant ’’11. 

Modern linguists remark that when having two neighbouring sounds 

the first one can be influenced by the second. When this occurs in a given 

language, assimilation is said to be ‘regressive’. Contrarily, when the 

second sound is affected in a certain way by the first one or the preceding 

one, assimilation is said to be ‘progressive’12. In the phonology of the 

Qur’an, assimilation is both regressive and progressive according to the 

context in which it occurs. In this section, assimilatory processes will be 

discussed in relation to the‘Quiescent’ /n/ and ‘Nunation’13. 

By quiescence, we mean Sookoon. It is also called Rest14. It is an 

Arabic case. Every consonant which has no vowel immediately following 

 

 

12Ibid . 113 

13P.Cachia. 1973 : 43 

14Tritton. 1977 : 18 
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it, is marked by quiescence. It is the fourth Arabic case after the ‘basic 

three-vowel pattern’/i/, /a/ and /u/15. So if I write my name ‘Ibrahim’, we 

would notice that both /b/ and /m/ are in the quiescence; that is to say, they 

have no vowel immediately following them. When the phoneme /n/occurs 

in such a case, it goes through four asssimilatory processes in the phonology 

of the Qur’an. Nunation, on the other hand, receives the same processes that 

happen in relation to the quiescent /n/. Is nunation equivalent to the 

quiescent /n/? 

Before answering this question, I would like to draw the reader's 

attention to the fact that nunation is a special case of nouns only. Only 

Arabic nouns bear nunation. 

When a noun bears nunation, it can be one of three cases: 16 

a.- Nominative case : as in /waladun/ : a boy.  

b.- Accusative case : as in /waladan/ : a .boy    

c.- Genitive case: as in /waladin/ : a boy. 

In these cases, the noun 'boy' in Arabic has no definite article. 

Therefore, a noun with nunation loses its definite article. 

The reader of the examples mentioned above notices that all of them 

 
15S.A.Schane. 1978 : 10 

16Chomsky.N. 1986 : 186-204 
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have a quiescent /n/ at the end, that is, nunation. The answer to the previous 

question is that nunation is a quiescent /n/. To put it more clearly, I would 

quote what Arabic grammarians consider nunation to be. They say in this 

respect:  

‘‘Nunation is a quiescent /n/ that occurs at the end of a noun, it 

follows the end of nouns verbally, (i.e. Phonetically) but differs from them 

graphically”17. 

In this context, the Arabic nasal /n/ is equivalent to the nunation on 

the phonetic level. The conclusion to draw is that whatever process 

quiescent /n/ undergoes is also true of nunation. Before starting to analyse 

the processes linked to these two sounds, I would like to suggest a brief 

phonetic description of the sound under study /n/. 

Nasal /n/, similar to stop consonants, is produced with total occlusion 

but with a lowered velum so that the airstream is free to pass through the 

nasal cavity. It is voiced, alveolar and nasal. When it is produced; "the 

airstream goes through the nasa1 cavity, in its passage ;it creates a certain 

hissing noise that is not heard"18 

As I have previously pointed out, quiescent /n/ and nunation go 

 
17Al Azhari. 1317 : 17 

18I. Aniss. 1979 : 66 
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through four assimilatory processes. All these processes are regressive, that 

is, quiescent /n/ and nunation are assimilated by a following phoneme in a 

given word- juncture or in the same word. 

 

ASSIMLATORY PROCESSES OF QUIESCENT /n/ and 

NUNATION. 

In the Qur’anic assimilatory processes, quiescent /n/ and nunation are 

influenced in several ways. They are affected in such a way that they take 

on features from the neighboring phonemes. Their influence occurs on 

different degrees. Sometimes, they are affected by losing their place of 

articulation and taking that of the following influencing segment, this is the 

case of ‘variability’ as well as ‘invisibility’19. However, in certain other 

contexts, they merge into the neighbouring sounds. When this is the case, 

they undergo either ‘total incorporation’ or ‘partial incorporation’20. All 

assimilatory processes that are mentioned above are regressive. 

I. PARTIAL INCORPORATION. 

In this process, quiescent /n/ and nunation slur into three segments 

 
19A.Otmani. 1986 :14 

20P.Cachia. 1973 : 36 
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summed up in the mnemonic word “yawm” (a day) that is/j/,/w/ and /m/. 

When /n/ and nunation occur in the context of the three sounds, they lose 

their place of articulation and slur into these sounds.The process is said to 

be partial. To make it total, Arabic phonologists suggested the lengthening 

of it. This lengthening is the quantity that it requires.The term “Quantity 

refers to the relative length of sound segments”21. This being the case, 

quiescent /n/ and nunation, while slurring into the phonemes /j/, /w/ and /m/, 

require a certain extension in time which is their quantity. 

A consonant then can be long. Not only are vowels relatively long, 

consonants may be long as well. “Consonants, like vowels, may occur in 

relatively longer and shorter forms. A colon is used to denote length in 

consonants as well as in vowels”22. Thus, the representation /n : / indicates a 

longer version of /n/.To put it more clearly, the following question may be 

asked : can we measure the length of this process? (Lengthening is the 

equivalent of Al ghunna) 

The answer is conveyed by Aniss’s explanation while dealing with 

the phoneme /n/. Here, he pointed out that such a length is no more than the 

lengthening of this sound, "the time that the production of quiescent /n/ 

 
21S.Clarence. 1978 : 78-9 

22Ibid. 47 
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needs equals the double quantity of a plain quiescent /n/."23. Examples from 

the Qur’an are very numerous but only a few of them are to be mentioned. 

Consider this illustration: 

a-/n/ +/j/:   / faman jacmal//famajj:acmal /   

We notice clearly the incorporation of the phoneme /n/ with the 

phoneme /j/.With this process, /j/ is doubled by the ‘mark of doubling’or 

‘Tashdeed’24. 

 b- /n/+ /w/ : / min wara:?i//miww:ara:ra?i/ 

c- /n/+/m/ : /min masad/ /mimm:asad/  

Therefore, the rule that is to be drawn looks like the following: 

/n/ /jj:/,/ww:/,or /mm:/-----------   /j/,/w/or /m/. 

In another way, the rule is: Quiescent /n/ and nunation undergo partial 

incorporation process in the context of the phonemes /j/,w/ and /m/. Here, 

the process is as long as a double quantity of a plain quiescent /n/. However, 

it should be made clear that this process occurs only when /n/ and nunation 

are at the end of words, and that /j/, /w/ and /m/ are at the beginning of the 

 
23I.Aniss. 1979 : 70 

24P.Cachia. 1973 : 45 
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immediate next word. In other words, this process happens uniquely in 

word-juncture. For this reason, four words of the Qur’an make an exception. 

The latter are25: 

 a- /qinwan/ b-/Sinwan/  

 c-/dunja/                     d- /bunjan/   

In these words, /n/ is in the neighbourhood of /j/ and /w/ within the 

same word; the process then does not occur. To put it in a general technical 

manner, we say: Incorporation must occur only in word-juncture but never 

within the same word.  

 

2. TOTAL INCORPORATION. 

Unlike the first process, this one is total; it does not need then any 

lengthening. This process occurs in relation to quiescent /n/ and nunation 

when these are in the context of the two Arabic liquids /r/ and /l/ whether 

clear or velarised. 

1) /n/+/l/ : /jakunlahu/ /jakullahu/ 

 
25Daass. 1977 : 38 
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2) /n/+/r/ : /min rabbikum//mirrabbikum/. 

The rule to spot for such a process is as follows: Quiescent /n/ and 

nunation undergo Total Incorporation in the context of /l/ and /r/ whether 

clear or velarised. Consider the following :  

/n//ll/ or /rr/------------   /l/ or /r / 

 

 

 

Conclusion:  

Incorporation, both Partial and Total is the slurring of /n/ and 

nunation in five phonemes that are /j/,/w/,/m/,/l/ and /r/. These phonemes 

become marked by doubling through this process. In the Qur’anic language, 

the process is not graphically stated but phonetically heard. It is like voicing 

or devoicing of the morpheme /-ed/ in English.  

3. VARIABILITY. 

A third kind of assimilation in the Qur’an is variability. This process 

consists of the fact that quiescent /n/ and nunation are changed into /m/ 

sound as it occurs near the phoneme /b/. Before quoting verses for 
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illustration in this respect, I would like to explain this changing process. 

It is significant to highlight the fact that /n/ which is an alveolar 

consonant is assimilated by /b/ which is far different from it. That is, /n/ is 

nasal, alveolar, but /b/ is bilabial and plosive. No feature is common to both 

segments except that of vibration. Yet, the former is assimilated by the 

latter. Therefore, to meet on certain points, /m/ is chosen to relate the two 

sounds. On the one hand, /m/ should share features with /n/, that is, nasality. 

On the other, it should be similar to /b/ in terms of bilabiality. Thus, /m/ 

serves here to link /b/ and /n/. Here are some examples:  

/n/+/b/ : /min bacdi/ /mim:bacdi/ 

 This sound change is quite similar to phonological conditioning. 

Consider, in this respect, the English word ‘rainbow’, the French word 

‘bonbon’ or the Spanish word ‘convenir’26. It should be made clear here that 

this  process, like Partial Incorporation, needs a double quantity of /m/, 

formerly /n/.The quantity is a double extension in time of a simple plain 

/n/.The rule therefore in ellipsis is: 

/n//m:/------------------  /b/ 

 
26S.Clarence. 1978 : 46 
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In other words, quiescent /n/ and nunation change into /m/ in the 

context of /b/. Besides, this process can occur in word-juncture as well as 

within the same word. Consider these cases:  

a- /min bacdi/  /mim: bacdi/ 

b-/ ðanbihim/  / ðam: bihim/. 

4-INVISIBILITY. 

The last assimilatory process linked to /n/ and nunation is what is 

called invisibility. In this process, the two sounds "are produced in a form 

between incorporation and dissimilation."27 In other words, in such a 

process, /n/ and nunation are neither incorporated nor pronounced free from 

any influence; they are produced in between these two states (dissimilation 

and incorporation). /n/ and nunation undergo this process in the context of 

fifteen phonemes which are ( Figure 1 ) :  

1 / q/ 

2 / k/  

3 / z / 

4 / Z /  

 
27Hallaoui. 1980 : 40 
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5 / s / 

6 / S /  

7 /  / 

8 / D / 

9 / d / 

10 / T / 

11 / t / 

12 /  / 

14 / ð / 

15 /  / 

  

Invisibility as a process is nothing but “the lengthening of /n/ by 

keeping on it a certain time”28 .Exactly, like partial incorporation and 

variability, its length consists of the double quantity of a single plain /n/ in 

the quiescence. In this process, “we notice the inclination of /n/ to the place 

of articulation of the neighbouring phoneme”29.Here are some examples 

 
28I.Aniss. 1979 : 71 

29Ibid. 71 
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from the Qur’an:  

(1) /n/+ /q/: /min qabli// /min: qabli/   

(2) /n/+/k/:  /man ka:na/ /man:  ka:na/ 

(3) /n/+/Z/:  /man Za:hada/ /man: Za:hada/  

(4) /n/+//:  /faman a:?a/  /faman: a:?a/ 

(5) /n/+/s/: /?an sajakunu/  /?an: sajakunu/ 

(6) /n/+/D/: /min Durrin/  /min: Durrin/. 

(7) /n/+/S/:  / tanSuruhu/  / tan:Suruhu/. 

(8) /n/+/z/: /min zawa:l/  /min: zawa:l/ 

(9) /n/+/t/: /kuntum/  /kun:tum/ 

(10) /n/+/T/: /min Ti:n/  /min: Ti:n/ 

(11) /n/+//: /min  amaratin/  /min: amaratin/ 

(12) /n/+/ ð /: /man ða/  /man: ða/ 

(13) /n/+/ /: /januruna/   /jan:uru:na/ 

             (14) /n/+/f/: /takun fitnatun/  /takun: fitnatun/   

     (15) /n/+/d/: /min du:nihima:/  /min: du:nihima:/  
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Conclusion 

Like variability, invisibility can occur in word-juncture as well as in 

the same word. As such, the rule that is deduced is this: 

 

/n/ and nunation  /n:/   15  phonemes (Fig 1 )  

 

This would be read like the following: Quiescent /n/ and nunation change 

under invisibility phonological process in the context of 15 phonemes 

mentioned in the figure 1 above. 

LABIAL INVISIBILITY 

Quiescent /m/ undergoes invisibility process when it occurs in the 

context of the phoneme/b/. Invisibility of /m/ needs a certain quantity as 

that of /n/. Its extension in time is the same as that of /n/."The reason of this 

process name is the fact that the feature shared by both sounds is labiality, 
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hence, labial invisibility"30 

Example:   

/m/+ /b/:  /kuntum bihi/  /kun:tum:bihi/  

The description of the rule of this sound change looks like the 

following: 

/ m /  / m: /-------------/ b /        

 

And its interpretation is this: 

Quiescent /m/ undergoes labial invisibility, which is relatively long 

in the context of the phoneme /b/. 

SECTION II 

NONASSIMILATORY PROCESSES: 

Dissimilation, Gemination 

Although the large number of phonological processes are often 

assimilatory, there are however some rather common processes which do 

not seem to be cases of assimilation. Of these, there exist in the Qur’an 

dissimilation and gemination. 

 
30Daass. 1977 : 38 
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A- Dissimilation. 

"It is the production of each sound from its place of articulation 

without lengthening it"31. As usual, I will begin with quiescent /n/ and 

nunation, then later I will shift to treat /m/ in the quiescence. 

Quiescent /n/ and nunation are affected by sounds which are 

produced near them in the vocal tract. However, whenever /n/ occurs in the 

context of sounds of which the place of articulation is relatively far from 

that of /n/, the latter is not influenced. It is consequently produced free from 

any influence. This process is undergone by quiescent /n/ in the context of 

six phonemes which are ( Figure 2 ):  

1 / ? / 

2 / h / 

3  / c / 

4  / H /  

5 / R / 

6 / X / 

 

 
31Ibid 1977 :2 
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As far as distance between these six sounds and /n/ is concerned, they 

are far apart. The result then is that /n/ is not influenced in any way because 

the main point of /n/ changes is that it gets affected in proportion as it is 

situated near to a phoneme similar to it from the point of view of articulatory 

features. 

 

Examples:  

(1) /n/+/?/: /jan?awna/ 

(2) /n/+/h/: /janhawna/  

(3) /n/ + /c/:  /?ancamta/   

(4) /n/ +/H/: / man Hamala 

(5) /n/ +/R/: /min Rajri/   

(6) /n/ + /X/: /man Xa:fa/ 

Notice the rule: 

/n/  /n/    /?/, /h/, /c/, /H/, /R/ and /X/  

This rule is read: quiescent /n/ remains as it is in the context of six 

sounds mentioned in figure 2. The first two are purely glottal, but the rest 

of them are pharyngeal. 
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B. Gemination ( of /n/ ) 

Gemination is a phonological process that consists of the fact that 

two phonemes, of the same features, slur one into the other. In the Qur’an, 

the first one is usually in the quiescence, the second is not. 

When /n/ occurs in a neighbouring position to /n/ itself, gemination 

process occurs. Again, gemination needs the same extension in time 

required with invisibility and variability. 

Here is an example: 

/n/+/n/: /min  notfatin/  /minn:otfatin/ 

The rule is as follows :  

/n/  /nn:/ --------------  /n/  

Conclusion:  

Gemination occurs in word-juncture as well as in the same word. 

Therefore, we can find in the Qur’an words like: /?inna /; in this case, the 

two /n/ are a single /n/ marked by doubling even if it is a single word. 

Gemination of /m / 

Like /n/, quiescent /m/ undergoes a gemination process when it 

occurs in the context of /m/ itself. This process requires the same quantity 

that is needed with /n/. 
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Exapmles: 

/juXrizuhum  mina/ /juXrizuhumm:ina/  

/umm:a/ , /?imma:/ and /?amma:/ 
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SECTION III 

VARIATIONS 

In phonology, one should distinguish between a phoneme and a sound. A 

single phoneme can be produced in more than one manner. That is to say, it can 

be phonetically represented in more than one way. In the English language, for 

instance, the phoneme / l / can be pronounced clear in words like ‘leep’ /li:p/, 

however in structures like ‘peel’, the  phoneme / l / is pronounced / pi:L/; here,   

/ l / is described to be  dark or velarised. 

In the same way, other phonemes can be produced in one way or more. 

When a given phoneme has more than one sound, it is said to have variants. 

These variants are referred to in phonology as allophones. Thus, clear / l / and 

dark / L / are allophones of the same phoneme / l /. 

As we deal with variants of phonemes, we should distinguish between two 

classes of variants namely: 

1.Free Variants:  these happen for two reasons: 

a- A personal bias: a variant can occur simply for a personal choice. 

Consider in this connection the final phoneme of the English word ‘sheep’, 

which is an aspirated /ph/. In this position, one is free to choose between an 

aspirated /p°/ or an unaspirated. Aspirated and unaspirated / p / are free variants 

of the same phoneme   / p /. 
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B- A regional bias : To illustrate this, consider this example taken from 

Moroccan Arabic: (history); this very word is pronounced in the west of 

Morocco, / aTTa:ri:X / where the phoneme /T / is velarised. In the east, however, 

it occurs as /atta:ri:X / where the phoneme /t/ is not velarised. Notice that the 

phoneme / t / is velarised due to the regional factor. It is therefore a regional free 

variant. 

2. Conditioned Variants32. 

With this type of variants, allophones do not occur due to a personal or a 

regional reason, but rather they are indicated by the combination of phonemes. 

Remember that clear and dark / l / are variants of the same phoneme that is   / l 

/.This type of variants is neither personal nor is it accounted for by a regional 

explanation. Rather, it is determined by the context in which it occurs. Variants 

like these are governed by a phonological rule which requires that if the phoneme 

/ l / is followed by a vowel, it is clear, and if it is followed by a consonant or in 

final position, it is produced dark. Variants of this type are referred to as 

conditioned variants. 

In the Qur’an, the phoneme / n / has variants that are all conditioned by 

the contexts in which it occurs. As a concluding sentence, I would say:                                                                                                     

Quiescent / n / which undergoes six phonological processes has six 

allophones :( see the diagram 3 below) 

 
32They are also called ‘Michrophonemes’ by W.F.Tvadel in his work:”on defining the phoneme” See 

Duchet. 1981:20 
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  a- Partial Incorporation. 

   b- Total  Incorporation. 

   c- Variability. 

   d- Invisibility.   

   e- Gemination. 

   f-  Dissimilation. 

Quiescent / n / has therefore six allophones in the reading of the Qur’an. 

The following diagram will sum up as well as clarify allophones of / n /.   

 

Figure  

                                       / n / 

 

 

 

Assimilatory Processes        Nonassimilatory Processes                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notice these verses: (S 72, A 26-27) 

GEMINATION DISSIMILATION TOTAL 

INCORPO 

RATION 

VARIABILITY INVISIBILITY PARTIAL  

INCORPO

RATION 
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In these verses, the phoneme /n/ has undergone three changes which are: 

- Total incorporation as in: / min rasu:lin//mirrasu:lin/ 

- Dissimilation as in: /min Xalfihi/ 

- Invisibility as in: /?an qad/   / ?a:qad/. 

/n/ presents here four allophones. However, one may argue that these are 

not allophones but only phonetic changes or realisations of the phoneme/ n / in 

different contexts on the assumption that allophones need the graphic 

representation of the same original phoneme as in the following examples: 

1.                 / p /                                                  

 

 

 

/ ph /(aspirated)           / po / (unaspirated)                                 

 

 

 

2. / l /  

 

 

/ l / (clear)                       / L / (dark) 
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To answer this, I would rely on what S.A.Shane said while treating liquids: 

“a Flap – called Flap D – occurs phonetically in many dialects of American 

English as an allophone of a medial /t/ or /d/ in words such as butter or ladder, 

although in English this sound functions as a dental stop”33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
33S.A.Schane. 1978 : 19  
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CHAPTER TWO 

SECTION ONE 

 Phonological Processes of the glottal stop:/ ? / ( Hamza) 

                   a- Syncope. 

                    b- Syncope-Prothesis. 

c- Substitution. 

The second section in this chapter is concerned with the particular Arabic 

sound the glottal stop. The glottal stop is phonetically transcribed / ?/. This 

segment does appear in certain English dialects as well as American ones. “The 

glottal stop occurs phonetically in some types of New-York English where it 

replaces/t/ in words as bottle”34. 

Arab linguists have disagreed on whether the glottal stop is voiced or 

voiceless. However, no one of them ever went against the fact that it is a stop 

consonant. It is so because the glottis is closed when producing it. Some linguists 

put forward that the glottal stop is a voiceless phoneme in the sense that the vocal 

cords are tightly closed when producing it. “Thus, since these are closed, no 

vibration is allowed to occur”35. On the contrary, others remarked that it is a 

 
34S.A.Schane. 1973: 20 

44 T. Hassan. 1979: 125 
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voiced sound. They suggested that the vocal cords, when producing the glottal 

stop, do not get tightly closed, but an ‘incomplete closure’ is noticed. Therefore, 

it will not be a glottal stop but a ‘glottal narrowness’ and “in this case, it will be 

similar to other Arabic vowels (i, a, u)”36. 

“For sibawaih and Ibn Jazari, it isa voiced plosive. However, for Ibn Jinny, 

it is a voiceless plosive”37 .The conclusion then was obvious; all Arab linguists 

agreed that it is a stop but never did one of them notice that it is a laryngeal glide 

as was suggested by the American linguist Schane when he said “the laryngeal 

glides are /h/ (as in he) and /?/ (glottal stop)”38 

    In the Qur’an, the glottal stop undergoes so many processes that the reader finds 

it hard to control his / her reading in so far as the glottal stop is concerned. Before 

dealing with different processes of the glottal stop, I find it necessary to introduce 

differences between ancient readers of the Qur’an. Of these readers, “seven came 

to be famous everywere, these are: Abu Amru, Nafie, Assim, Kassai, Ibn Amir, 

Hamza and Ibn Katheer”39. Yet, of these seven readers, I am interested uniquely 

in two of them, namely Nafie and Assim. 

    The way Assim read the Qur’an is followed by most of the Islamic countries in 

the East. However, Assim’s reading is generally recognized by referring to one of 

 
36Ibid  78 

37I. Aniss, 1979: 134. 

47 S.A. Schane. 1973 :20 

48 A.Qattan. 1978 : 172 
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his followers called Hafse. Hafse is the name that symbolizes nowadays one of 

the seven ways in reading the Qur’an. On the other hand, Nafie’s way came to be 

famous through his follower Warsh. This other way is generally adopted in 

Morocco and Algeria.These two readers, Hafse and Warsh constitute two schools 

in so far as reading the Qur ‘an is concerned. Between these two, some differences 

are noticed in words like/I?aRDi/ for Hafse and /laRDi/ for Warsh. 

The differences like this are only “variations but not contradictions or 

oppositions”40.In other words, differences that one comes across when reading or 

listening to the Qur’an in the way these two readers, or others used to do, are only 

differences that do not go against the whole teachings of the Qur’an.To put it in a 

modern way, I might say that these differences are quite similar to those prevalent 

in the American and British English in so far as phonetic articulation of words is 

concerned. A single word can be produced in more than one way. Still, its 

meaning is not distorted or changed but keeps the same meaning for various 

speakers. Consider the word want; it is produced for British English /w nt/ but for 

Americans it is /w :nt/, yet it never suggests a meaning that is opposed to want 

which means ‘to desire’. Of the two readers mentioned above, I am interested in 

Warsh whose reading is linked to glottal stop’s processes. Therefore, whatever 

process I will mention is related to this reader’s way. 

 

 
40Ibn Al Jazari. 1429 : 29 
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Phonological processes of the glottal stop  

1-syncope: 

Syncope is a deleting process; it is “the loss of a segment or segments from 

some part of the word other than the end”41.This process is undergone in the 

Qur’an by glottal stop in two cases:  

a- When it is in the quiescent form whether in verbs or nouns: 

Notice these changes in these verses:  

/ju ? minu : na//ju : minu : na/                               /bi ? sa/    /bi : sa/ 

/ta ? manuna/    /ta :manun:a/ 

b- When it is in initial position and preceded by a quiescent consonant of another 

word. In this case, the glottal stop is deleted; its vowel is given to the quiescent 

preceding segment. 

Example : 

                      /qad ?aflaHa/ /qadaflaHa / 

                       / I? aRDi / / laRDi/ 

This last process occurs when it is preceded by the definite article. With nunation, 

the same process occurs. 

 
41S.Clarence. 1978: 117 
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Notice this verse:  

                         /kullun  ?a:mana // kulluna:mana/ 

2-Syncope -Prothesis 

Prothesis is the process which “adds a vowel in initial position”42.The 

process syncope-prothesis happens when the glottal stop is in the context of a 

second glottal stop followed by the same vowel. That is, they are both neighbours, 

with no segment separating them; they both bear/i/, /a/ or /u/. In this case, the 

second one is deleted (syncope) and a long vowel, either /a :/, /i:/, or /u:/ is inserted 

instead (prothesis). 

EXAMPLES :  

              / Za:?a  ?aHadahoumu//za :?ahadahumu/             /ha:?ula:?i  ? in: 

kun:tum/ /ha:?ula:?i:n: kun:tum/ 

3-Substituition 

This process is undergone by the glottal stop when it is in the context of a 

second glottal stop followed by a different vowel. In this case, the second glottal 

stop is replaced by/h/. 

examples:                                           

     / ?a?inn:aka/ /?ahinn:aka / 

    /nisa :? i ?aw //nisa : ? i haw…/ 

  / ?a ?unabbi?ukum// ?ahunabbi ?ukum/ 

 
42Ibid. 117 
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All these processes linked to the glottal stop are adopted by the reader Warsh 

in view of facilitating the pronunciation of Arabic in the Qur’an and making it 

easy to read and memorize. Clarence said “human beings are genetically 

programmed to accept certain sounds and processes as relevant and to reject 

others”43. Besides, Malmberg remarked that “when pronouncing sounds of 

language, man has a tendency to receive the maximum effect with the least effort. 

For this reason, we are inclined, when combining sounds, to make articulatory 

movements as easy as possible”44.Warsh and ancient readers were already aware 

of such facts. They adopted these processes in relation to the glottal stop. 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION:  

I do not assume that I have written a complete work about the phonology of 

the Qur’an as such. This monograph still lacks several aspects. To begin with, I 

 
43S.Clarence.1978 : 5 

44B.Malmberg. 1954 :68 
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have left an interesting subject that is concerned with lengthening. This Qur’anic 

aspect, like all others, follows certain rules. Some Arab linguists, Daass for 

instance, remarked that lengthening is divided into 13 types. Each type is 

distinguished by its specific extension in time. However, others, like Adil Kamal, 

suggested that it is formed of six cases. Every case requires a certain particular 

quantity. Some cases are similarly extended. 

Further, I have also left another phonological phenomenon that consists of 

what Arab linguists called ‘Alqalqala’. This process is linked to five segments in 

the Qur’an when these are in the quiescence, whether in final position or in other 

position. These segments are summed up in the following phonemes that are /Z/, 

/d/, /q/, /T/, and /b/. In my opinion, a relevant phonological approach to study this 

process is to apply primary and secondary articulations. Besides, this monograph 

lacks another phonological aspect concerned with starting and pausing. 

However, the Qur’an is not meant to be read only for the sake of entertaining 

its sounds. It has to be read not only with the tongue, voice and eyes, but with the 

best light that our intellect can supply, with the truest and purest light which our 

heart and conscience can give us. It is in this spirit that the Sender of the Qur’an 

wants mankind to approach the Qur’an : 

“Do they not consider the Quran (with care), had it been from other than god, they 

would surely have found therein much discrepancy”    ( Y.Ali ) 
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GLOSSARY 

 

Accusative case  :   الـــنـــصـــــب 

Assimilation   :   الــمــمــاثــلــة 

Dissimilation  : اإلظــــهــــــار 

Substitution  :   اإلبـــــــــــدال 

Clear /l/, /r/ :  الالم، الـــراء الـــمــرقــقــــة 

Changeability :  اإلبــــــــــدال 

Dark /l/ :  الالم المغلـظة 

Deletion :  اإلســقــــــاط 

Glottal stop  :  الــهـــــمـــزة 

Gemination : ادغام الحرف في نفس الحرف 

Genitive case  :  الـــكــــســــــــر 

Invisibility :  اإلخـــفـــــــــــاء 

Labial invisibility :  اإلخفاء الشفوي 

Incorporation  :   اإلدغـــــــــــــام 

Total incorporation  :   اإلدغــام الكـلـي 

Partial incorporation  :  اإلدغام الجزئـي 

Lengthening :  الــغــــنـــــة 
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Mark of doubling :  الـــتــشـديــد 

Nominative case  :  الـــرفــــــع 

Nunation : الــتـنــويـــن 

Quiescence  : الــســكـــون 

Quiescent /n/ :  الــنــون الـــسـاكـنـــة 

Quiescent /n/ &nunation :  التنوينو  الـنون الساكنة 

Velarization :  الـتـفـخـيـم، الـتـغـلـيـظ 

Velarized /l/ :  الالم الـــمــغــلــظـــة 

Velarized /r/ :  الـــــراء الــمـفـخـمـة 

These terms are taken from P. Cachia, Aniss , and some of them are my own as 

well as Otmani’s. 
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